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      They say cities have ghosts. Mine is no different. They live in the walls, in the squares, in the warehouses. They gather around the rail tracks, sleep in the parks, chatter at night beneath the neon lights. You can feel the history when you walk the streets, and I’d done my share of that all right.

      Before I made my way to the top of the multi-storey, I spent some time just walking. It was a bright day, but cold. A cold that would blow through your bones and make you feel like cracked glass. My eyes watered, my eardrums stung, but that was the least of my concerns. I didn’t have any at that point. I’d been thinking about what it would feel like for weeks. Perhaps I wouldn’t feel anything and I’d just blink out of existence before I hit the ground. I hoped it would be that way, but I couldn’t be sure. And did it matter anyway? With any luck, if I timed it right, and followed my planned trajectory and velocity - if I got the speed right - it would be over quickly. I needn’t worry about the mess afterwards. And besides, I’d given up on giving a shit long ago. Living on the streets can do that to a man.

      I didn’t walk far, just circled a few blocks. Gazed at my reflection in shop windows and saw a man I didn’t recognise. I was aware of eyes upon me. Workers on their lunch break, the odd tourist. I suppose I must’ve been attracting attention, not that I cared. No one would disturb my last moments. I tried to remember when I was a kid, when things were all right, long before anything went wrong. I couldn’t find it, couldn’t connect, because I felt nothing. Nothing at all. When I tired of walking, and everything just went by in a blur, I willed myself to focus on the task at hand. I had one thing I needed to do before I climbed those stairs.

      It was a pub that smelt of piss before you were even six steps from the gents. A hang out for rent boys and drop outs. There was horse racing on the T. V and betting slips and cigarette ends littering the carpet, sticky with spilled beer and worn down in patches at the bar. All eyes fell on me as I stepped up. Pulled a fiver from my coat pocket.

      ‘Guinness. Cold.’

      They were the first words I’d said to anyone in a week. Felt strange. Was only used to hearing my own voice in my head.

      The barmaid poured. I caught her looking at me as the Guinness rested. Wondered what she was thinking. I remember thinking this would be the last human interaction I would have on this earth. It wasn’t what I would’ve expected. I told her to keep the change as she placed my last pint down on the bar. Then I lifted it, took one sip to savour the taste, and threw the whole thing back. I almost brought it straight back up again. My stomach had been empty for days. I put the glass down, said my thanks, then left the pub to throw myself off the car park roof.
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      I found the door to the stairs down the side of the exit ramp. Choking on exhaust fumes, I took the first flight, then paused, looking up. Could I make it up six flights in my condition? Nothing would stop me.  I couldn’t give two fucks if it took all day. And when I reached the top, with my bones cracking and muscles aching, my broken heart pounding like a drum, I’d have myself one last smoke before I gathered my thoughts - or at least what I had left of them - and took the plunge.

      I made it in less than five minutes, almost surprised to find myself running up the last few steps. I’d imagined that with each one, a memory would come, perhaps things that had once been important, and they did. But they didn’t last long, didn’t stop me. The hurt was too much. The bad stuff followed any morsel of good memories I had. It had all left me a wreck. A failed marriage, booted off the force, my daughter Nicole taken away into the custody of her mother. I couldn’t go anywhere near either of them.  I’d been fucked over by a justice system gone mad. Lost my wife and kid, lost the house - repossessed thanks to the recession - and ultimately lost my mind. Friendships, too. I could rely on no one. It was as if my entire life had been swept aside by a force of nature, blown away by a hurricane of bad luck and broken promises. The last phone call I’d made to Karen had ended with a dead tone. It was the final countdown as far as I was concerned. The only thing I had in my head as I reached the roof and stepped out into the freezing afternoon was the photograph of us all on holiday in Spain. I think it was the last time I was really happy.  Now I was just tired. Tired and fucked. There was only one answer.

      I hadn’t realised how out of breath I’d be but by the time I was standing in the middle of the roof with my hands clasped to my knees, gasping for air and almost choking on it, I knew my recklessness had taken its toll. I was knackered. I’d lost weight, felt weak, had the shakes. I wasn’t just a shadow of my former self; I was shit scared of it. Kept hearing voices in my head telling me to drop more pills than I needed, or buy a rope from some hardware store and throw it over a bridge with myself attached. Razor blade, slit your own fucking throat. Handgun, a bullet in the soft, pulpy matter of the brain, up through the mouth to make sure. I wasn’t even sure if the voice was mine, tell you the truth. It sounded like my Dad, old bastard that he was. Goading me, taking the piss, daring me. I blotted him out, and it worked for a while. But it always came back. I’d had enough.

      I stood and took in the view. Manchester’s landscape had changed over the years, no doubt about it. I hardly recognised the place. Everywhere you looked, there were new build apartments skirting the ship canal and out to Salford. Castlefield had undergone another resurgence after the boom in the nineties and there were new, high rise property developments going up down the bottom of Deansgate and beyond the Mancunian way. Not that any of that bothered me now. This was what I was leaving behind. I felt no part of it. I’d spent the last year living under canal bridges and back doors of office blocks, out of sight down the narrow backstreets. No one would miss me.

      I walked to the edge and tried not to look down. It was hopeless. A tram went past below, on its way to Rochdale or Oldham or some other run down place on the outskirts. Looked like a kid’s toy train. I must’ve been a hundred feet up. A decent enough height to get the job done. I thought about taking a running jump, so the momentum would carry me over the edge if I backed out at the last second. Or I could just dive off. I tried not to think about it. Tried not to think about anything.

      I must’ve stood there a while, trying to summon up the courage to swing my leg over the rail and stand up on the ledge. The rail was at waist height and the ledge must’ve been only two feet until it dropped into empty space. Gave me the shits, big style. Tried - and failed - to think about something other than the mess I’d make when I hit the ground or whether I’d feel anything at all when my head bounced off the pavement. See, that’s the thing about madness, you get all kinds of thoughts running through your mind at a hundred miles per hour, each one not lasting long enough to allow any focus. Then they just come back around again and it doesn’t rest. I wasn’t in my right mind. Something crazy had taken over. More than that. It was as if I was possessed.

      I swung my leg over the rail so that one foot was on the ledge and the other on the roof, with the rail between my legs. Felt cold. I gripped tight, then swung my other leg over until I was facing the roof with that empty space, that deathly drop, behind me. I turned around, still clutching the rail behind my back. My fingers felt like icicles as the bitter wind bit into them. My knees jangled, my teeth chattered, and I think I might’ve pissed myself. Never had a head for heights. It was made even worse because, as soon as I’d summoned the balls to let go and fall forward, I would be dropping through the air and then splattered on the ground barely two seconds later. Kept telling myself that’s all it would be. Two seconds. Forty years on earth, all that life and two seconds later, gone. Just like that. I looked out, glanced down. Saw people walking below, as small as toy soldiers on a kid’s bedroom floor. Soon they’d get the shock of their lives. They’d get their smartphones out to film the blood pouring from my head like water from a tap. There’d be screams too, followed by the sirens and the car horns. And yet I didn’t care for that because I’d be dead and the world would go on, they’d clean up in an hour or two, and I’d be nothing but a few column inches in the local rag.

      ‘So, you going to jump, or what?’

      I wasn’t sure if it was another of those voices in my head, but then I heard her again.

      ‘Just get it over with, if that’s what you want. No point in hanging around, eh?’

      It was coming from somewhere behind me, a girl’s voice, youngish, caught on the wind. I mean, what the fuck?

      ‘Just so you know, you’ll plummet to the ground at sixty miles an hour, maybe more, and when you hit the pavement, your skull will smash and the shit inside it will just come leaking out like the inside of an egg. Imagine that. So what’re you waiting for?’

      ‘Leave me alone.’

      ‘I’ll leave you alone when you let go of that rail.’

      ‘Just fuck off!’

      My head and heart were pounding and I could feel my arms shaking as they gripped the rail tighter. My knees too. I caught a bit of the Stones’ Can’t You Hear Me Knocking? between my ears and I almost laughed. Maybe I did.

      ‘I’ll give you two choices,’ she said. ‘I can fuck off now, just as soon as you leap from this building to your gruesome death, or I can fuck off later on when you climb back here to me and we go down to the street. Your choice.’

      This was all I needed. Fuck’s sake, why me? And who was she anyway? ‘What do you want? Can’t you see what I’m trying to do here?’

      ‘Can you not see what I’m trying to do?’

      ‘Why the fuck would you care about me!?’

      ‘I don’t care about you! I care about them out there. You think anyone out there wants to see you smashed up all over the pavement like a fucking roadkill? You selfish cunt, you really are fucked up.’

      ‘Oh, piss off!’

      She laughed then. The bitch laughed. I clutched at the railing tighter, harder, my hands frozen and murdering me. I could feel my arms aching because they’d been stuck rigid for so long. And God knows how long I’d been standing on that ledge. Time is a funny thing when you’re about to kill yourself, to leap into the unknown.

      ‘There’s a better way, you know. You could cut your wrists. Overdose. Heroin overdose, that’d be good. I could get you some. Let’s see. Hanging, throw yourself in front of a train, poison yourself with an exhaust.’

      ‘Will you shut up!’

      ‘Hey, I could even get someone to do it for you! You know, like a hit. I could arrange that.’

      ‘Jesus Christ...’

      ‘Not going all religious on me, are you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I wonder what he’d say, you know, probably wouldn’t be best pleased. They say suicides end up in limbo, don’t they?’

      It was just my luck to get saddled with some tart intent on talking me out of it. I’d come this far, I wasn’t gonna back down. And then it occurred to me that the barmaid wasn’t my last interaction with another human being, it was this silly cow.

      ‘You got a light?’

      I was aware of her beside me now, could hear her high heels clack clacking on the concrete behind until they scraped up not two yards away. As she leaned over the railing, I caught a glimpse of her from the corner of my eye. She was all red lipstick and peroxide blonde hair cut in a bob, a tacky leopard print fur coat wrapped around her.

      ‘Do I look like I’ve got a light?’

      ‘I know you’re a smoker. Seen you around here before. Well, not here, but ... well, around, you know? You’re on the streets, aren’t you?’

      ‘Not for long.’

      I could hear her digging around in her pockets. ‘Found one. You want one?’

      I could murder one right now. I shook my head.

      ‘Oh, come on. You can’t top yourself without having a last smoke, eh? Just think. Do you really want to spend your last moments up here thinking about how much you want a fag but won’t have one because if you did it would hurt your pride? Fuck’s sake, you’re worse than I thought. Maybe you are better off dead.’

      ‘Don’t say that.’

      ‘Come again?’

      ‘I said, don’t say that!’

      ‘Say what?’

      ‘The things you’re saying!’

      ‘God, you’re a sensitive type, aren’t you?’

      ‘Just...’

      But I’d run out of things to say. I suppose she was right. It would be a shitty way to go out. I’d been haunted by these thoughts for weeks now, ever since I’d decided to throw it all away. And now, when it came to it, I was having my doubts.

      ‘So tell me why. Why this?’

      ‘Just because.’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Why do you want to know?’

      ‘Two things. So I can have a proper conversation with you, cause that’s what two people do when they meet. And so I can find your next of kin and give them the awful news when you hit the ground.’

      ‘Why are you doing this? Why would you care?’

      ‘Because I don’t want to see you kill yourself. It’s that simple.’

      ‘It’s Jim.’

      ‘Well now we’re getting somewhere, Jim. I’m Angel. I’d shake your hand but it’s stuck rigid to that rail and I don’t want to distract you and make you fall. So come on. Why? Do you want to tell me about it?’

      ‘No, I do not. My business.’

      ‘Got kids?’

      Shit. She knew how to put me on a guilt trip. I took a deep breath, struggled to get the air in. Felt like a kid again, emotionally drawn and gasping for breath.

      ‘One,’ I said. ‘A daughter, Nicole.’

      ‘And how do you think young Nicole would feel when she finds out her Daddy didn’t care about her and just jumped off a bloody car park?’

      ‘I do care about her!’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I said I care about her. More than anything!’

      ‘Doesn’t look like it, Jim. Not from where I’m standing. So why don’t you tell me what happened? Come back here and tell me all about it.’

      ‘I can’t,’ I said. It takes tremendous effort. I’m scared that if I stutter, I’ll lose my grip and fall.

      ‘You can. You can.’

      ‘I can’t,’ I said, shaking. ‘I can’t move.’

      ‘Take a deep breath, Jim. Nice, big deep breaths.’

      I did just that as she crept closer and breathed with me.

      ‘Don’t look down, it’ll make you dizzy. Can you turn to me?’

      But I couldn’t. I was stuck. My head felt like it was trapped in a vice, all my muscles tense, the veins in my neck bulging. ‘I can’t.’

      ‘Just take your time. Do you want to do this, Jim? Do you really want to let go?’

      I didn’t need any time to think. ‘No.’ I swallowed. Could taste copper in my mouth. ‘No, I don’t.’

      ‘Good.’ A gust of wind blew across the roof and my legs went to jelly. ‘Now this is what we’re gonna do. I’m gonna grab your arms and you’re gonna let go of this rail. You got me?’

      ‘I can’t!’

      ‘I’ve got you, Jim, you won’t fall, I promise. Just loosen your fingers, I’ve got you, okay? Take your time, love.’

      Easier said than done. All I wanted at that moment was to fall to my knees. I felt so weak, so useless. I thought that at any minute, I could just slip or another gust of wind would blow me out into space. Felt detached. Saw the faces of Karen and Nicole in my mind. Could hear the blood pumping in my temples.

      ‘I can’t let go, I can’t let go.’

      ‘I’ve got you, Jim.’

      ‘I can’t do it!’

      And I felt her behind me, her hands stronger than I thought, gripping each elbow. I could feel her breath on my neck, could smell her perfume too. I knew just one step out would take me over the edge. I wanted a way out, but I didn’t want that. Christ, I didn’t want that. How the hell I got up here, I’ll never know. I don’t know what the scariest thing was. Knowing that I wasn’t in my right mind, or knowing I could fall to my death any second if I didn’t hang on for dear life.

      ‘You can do it, Jim. Now trust me. There’s just a few things you need to do. Take one hand off first and I’ve got you. You won’t fall. Can you do that?’

      I just focussed on loosening my fingers until my palm wasn’t holding freezing metal anymore, and when my grip came free, she had me. All I could do was look straight ahead, fixed my eyes on the building opposite and tried not to scream. In my head, I was screaming the world down.

      ‘Great! You did it. I’ve got you, haven’t I? Now, can you turn towards me? Turn around, Jim.’

      ‘I can’t do that, Jesus, I can’t do that.’

      ‘Deep breaths again, Jim.’

      We did those breaths together again. Tried to blot everything from my mind, but it was all too much. It was racing, like my heart.

      ‘Nice and easy,’ she said. ‘I’ve got you. Now just turn to face me, nice and easy does it.’

      I wondered how the fuck I’d got myself in this mess. I mean, how in God’s name did I find myself standing on a ledge a hundred feet up on a Manchester street? I didn’t want to die! Things had turned to shit, big style, but I didn’t want to die. And I didn’t want to be responsible for my end.

      ‘Nice and easy.’

      I took her advice. Nice and easy. I didn’t look at my feet as I shuffled them around, because I didn’t want to look down and I couldn’t move my neck. There were a few things I could’ve done with at that moment. A very stiff drink and a packet of smokes. But I kept on going, my nerves jangling and my legs quivering. She had a hold of me, I’m sure she did, but all I could do was just shuffle those feet one tiny inch at a time. I so wanted to close my eyes but knew that if I did, I’d be a goner. Shit, this was harder than I thought.

      When I was close to her, and my back was facing the other way, I could smell her perfume strong.  Could feel the soft fake fur of her coat on my face, her cold cheeks beside my own.

      ‘You did it,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘You did it, Jim. Now just one more thing to do, love. I want you to lift your leg until it’s over this railing here, right beside us. Can you do that, Jim?’

      ‘I don’t know...’

      ‘Jim?’

      It was the hardest thing in the world to say yes, but I did. I wanted to be off this ledge more than anything. I felt her arms go under mine and she had me in a bear hug. It was the best feeling I’d had in years. Her breath was in my ear as I lifted my shaking leg over the railing. I rested it there for the briefest of moments, but it felt like forever. When I could feel the bar under my crotch, the world almost fell out of me when I felt her drag me over the other side with the strength of a man, and we fell to the floor in a heap. I let out a cry of anguish and she held me in her arms, the warmest I’ve felt then or since, and I bawled like a baby as she rocked me and kissed my head, and stroked my hair up there on that roof.

      ‘It’s over, Jim,’ she said. ‘We did it, love. We made it.’
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      ‘So dig in. You must be starving. Like a dog without a bone.’

      I felt it. We were sitting at the back table in a cafe just off Piccadilly. Outside, the rush hour was in full throe and the weather had taken a turn, the north wind coming in hard and the freezing rain streaming down the windows. Buses filled with commuters and the steam from the coffee machine hung like a cloud over the room. It was busy, a few students topping up on a cheap tea before hitting the bars, and a handful of shoppers nursing their coffees before braving the rain. I looked down at my double egg and chips and felt queasy. I pushed the food around my plate and broke a yolk, picturing my brain spilling out of my head on the pavement.

      ‘You need to eat, Jim. I can tell you’ve not eaten in days. Won’t do you any good, love.’

      ‘I’m not hungry.’ Truth was, I couldn’t tell the difference between hunger and emptiness.

      ‘Try.’ She forked a handful of chips from her own plate and waved it at me. ‘Please?’

      I took a sip of tea and managed a few chips and a forkful of runny egg. It seemed to get easier with every mouthful, but I expected a long haul. I guess I was hungry, I just didn’t have the motivation.

      She called herself Angel, but that wasn’t her proper name. She refused to tell me. Angel was her street name, the name she used for punters. She told me she was working later tonight. She was certainly dressed the part. Told me she’d be celebrating her thirtieth next Saturday night. Even invited me along. I said I was busy, which wasn’t true. As I sat there, trying to eat, I wondered how long it would be before the black dog came again and I’d find another way.

      ‘So come on. Do you want to talk about it?’

      I didn’t, not really. Not at all, in fact. ‘There’s nothing to say. I really don’t know why you’re interested.’

      ‘It’s not every day you see someone on a car park roof. I don’t think you were up there for a laugh, do you?’

      Every word was like a bullet through the heart. But she was right. I had my reasons, of course I did. I suppose it had been a while since anyone gave a shit about me. I must admit, I was pretty floored to find it coming from a working girl.

      ‘Look, it’s a long story, okay? Not really in the mood.’

      ‘I’m all ears, Jim. When you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here. Might even be a blowjob in it for you.’

      It was the first thing to raise a smile out of me in months. ‘Free, I hope.’

      Now it was her turn to laugh. She sounded like a hyena. ‘I suppose I can make allowances.’

      We were silent for a few minutes, content to eat. Or rather, she was. I was struggling to put the food in my mouth. I couldn’t help thinking about where my next drink would come from. And after what I’d been through, I wanted oblivion, nothing less.

      ‘So, where’re you gonna sleep tonight, love?’

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Would it be behind Ho’s Chinese Bakery or somewhere under a bridge on the canal? ‘Don’t know, I’ll find somewhere.’

      She gave me eyebrows, chewed the last of her food and drained her tea. ‘There’s a room where I’m staying. You can have it. For a while, at least.’

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Look. Angel. You’ve done enough. I wouldn’t expect anything more. So thanks for the food and...you know, the other stuff. Sorry to put you through that.’

      She shook her head, wiped her mouth on a napkin. ‘No, you’re staying with me. I’m not letting you sleep on the streets tonight. Especially tonight. Just one night, okay? Come on, you know you need a decent bed. It’s no bother at all. You could do with a bath.’

      ‘Look, I’m not sure.’

      ‘There’s no not sure about it, Jimmy. Look, it’s not my flat. I’m looking after it for someone for a while.’

      ‘A client, is it?’

      ‘Something like that, yeah,’ she nodded. ‘Look, I’ve been there three months and I’ll probably be there another six at least, before he comes back. So it’s cool. It’s a nice place.’

      ‘Comes back from where?’

      ‘Hong Kong. Business stuff. I’ve not heard a peep from him in weeks, actually. Look, the offer’s there. It’s up to you. But I’d hate to see you sleep out here tonight. Especially after today. And I know you need a drink.’

      I looked at her.

      ‘Well, it’s obvious. You need to get on the wagon, Jim. Looks like it’s killing you. But if you want a drink, it’s there. No one will disturb you. I’m working tonight, anyway. You’ve got the place to yourself.’

      ‘I can’t believe you’d even trust me.’

      She smiled, looked down at the table, looked back at me. ‘I’ve got my eye on you. I don’t think you’re the stealing type. Besides, I won’t be out late. You’ll have probably knocked yourself out by the time I get back home.’

      I didn’t know what to say, so just pushed the cold remains of my food around. It had been a long time since I slept in a proper bed. There were one or two hostels, but I always hated those places. Preferred my own space, my own cold concrete under a bridge somewhere. Don’t think I even remembered what a mattress felt like. I shivered. Wasn’t sure if it was the cold or the blessing of good human nature. I looked at Angel, who was playing with her mobile phone, and felt like crying. Maybe I would too. But it wasn’t the bed I was thinking about at that moment. It was the drink. A double whisky, a few pints of snakebite, a bottle of expensive red wine. I only hoped there wasn’t a full drinks' cabinet as I was likely to drain it until I fell on my arse. She was an excellent judge of character.

      ‘I’ve got to go soon. Get ready and stuff. You know. Anyway, the room’s there. No funny business. Not sure you could even get it up, anyway.’ She smiled. ‘But if you change your mind, you can have my number.’

      ‘I’ll come,’ I said. ‘Just for tonight. I suppose I should try to get some proper sleep and stuff, you know.’

      She put her finger to her lips to silence me. ‘We’ll get a taxi,’ she said, tossing me one of her smokes. ‘I’m paying. You can rest when we get back. You look knackered.’

      We looked at each other. I wondered if she could read what was in my mind. Then we left, me following her as we weaved our way through the traffic, smoking, and into a taxi rank queue, which was quiet. Two minutes later, I was on my way to a flat I’d never seen with a woman I’d only just met. I didn’t know why she was doing this, maybe it was just in her soul or something, but I didn’t see the point in thinking about it. She linked her arm through mine and smiled as the cab pushed through the traffic towards the river. I looked out the window, wondering what in the world I’d gotten myself into.
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      The ‘flat’ was more like a high-class penthouse apartment. It overlooked the canal in an exclusive, gated section of Castlefield. It was enormous. There were three large double bedrooms, one of them with an en suite bathroom–the main bathroom was huge too, with marble flooring and top end facilities. She led me into a living room filled with expensive furniture, a stereo and entertainment system that looked brand new, a marble coffee table, parquet flooring throughout. The kitchen wouldn’t look out of place in a top restaurant. There was a window the entire length of one wall, which opened out onto a garden roof terrace so green it looked like a personal jungle. I looked out at several moored barges at the canal side. The entire place sang money. I wondered exactly what this client of hers did for a living. Didn’t bother asking.

      She told me to sit down, brought me a bottle of beer from the kitchen. Japanese. She said she was going for a shower and to make myself at home. I sat there on a big leather couch and drank the beer while she freshened up. Helped myself to a few smokes, too. Got restless and paced around the living room. Tried to step out onto the roof terrace, but the door was locked. Probably just as well. Sneaked a peek in the fridge, one of those big American ones with two doors. There were another seven beers sitting there on the top shelf. All the food was from M&S. It wasn’t just food; it was M&S food. Not that I’d be eating any of it. Not in my condition. As I drained the beer, the shakes came again. Almost dropped the bottle on the tiled kitchen floor.

      Caught a look at myself in the big mirror in the hallway. I looked a fucking mess. My coat was covered in shit. I looked like a pissed up Jesus. My hair was greasy and had grown down to my shoulders. My beard was thick and heavy, my eyes were circled with red blotches. My skin had a sickly pallor to it, like I’d been living on nothing but crack for several years. The telltale signs of a functioning alcoholic stared back at me. There was a black emptiness in those eyes. A sickness I couldn’t define. I’d been having stomach cramps for several weeks now. Wasn’t sure if the booze exacerbated it. Probably. When I drank, the pain went away. Trouble was, I had to keep on drinking to keep it at bay. I knew I was slowly killing myself. No wonder Karen left me. I’d leave me too.

      When Angel came out of her room in a little black dress and covered in makeup, she threw a towel at me and told me to get a shower. I needed one.

      ‘I’m going out,’ she said, writing her number down on a pad by the phone in the hallway. ‘Should be back by midnight. You’ll find beer in the fridge and help yourself to anything you want food wise, if you’re hungry. And try to get some sleep. You look like shit.’

      She had a way with words.

      ‘Phone me if you need me,’ she said. I couldn’t take my eyes off her arse. ‘You can change your clothes. He won’t be needing them. And get a shave, it doesn’t suit you.’

      ‘Why are you doing this? There’s really no need, you know, I can…’

      ‘You can do nothing and just sort yourself out. God knows you need it.’

      ‘Angel...’

      ‘No excuses now. I’ll let myself in. Tomorrow we think about how to get you on the straight and narrow. I’ll see you later.’

      Then she was out the door. I listened as her footsteps faded down the hallway, then took a deep breath. Caught myself in the mirror again. It was more than a strange feeling to find myself alone in a posh apartment. Nearest I got to something like this was in the pages of a Habitat catalogue. Life is strange. It occurred to me that I could be dead now. Instead, I headed to the bathroom and the shower that wouldn’t look out of place in a Saudi Palace.

      I must’ve been in there a good half hour. When I stepped out, the steam clouded everything. Had to give it ten minutes until I attempted a shave. Found a pair of scissors in the cabinet and set to trimming my beard before I lathered on the gel. It came off in thick clumps, which I dumped in a little bin beside the toilet. Another half hour later and my face was as smooth as a baby’s arse. I hardly recognised myself.

      I cut my hair too. Found a set of clippers in what must’ve been the owner’s room. Shaved down to the bone in front of the hallway mirror with a towel on the floor to catch my greasy hair. The turnaround was amazing. I felt like I’d just rid myself of the weight of the world. Shit, I even looked handsome.

      I found a pair of jeans that fit just right and a t-shirt with a stencilled skull on the front. The sunken cheekbones looked pretty much like my own. I put my own boots back on, with a fresh pair of socks. Drew the line at wearing another man’s kecks. Went commando instead. Threw on a thick grey hoodie, unzipped.

      Then I cracked open a beer and hovered around the stereo for ten minutes, trying to find something decent to drown out the silence. And to shut out those voices in my head. If Karen could see me now, she’d just about shit. Found Sticky Fingers and put it on. Felt like I hadn’t heard proper music for years. I had a complete record collection in my head, but no means of playing it. When Can You Hear Me Knocking? kicked in, I almost burst into tears. I was instantly taken back to the events of the afternoon. I must be insane, I thought, to come so close to jumping. I swung the bottle back until it emptied, then went to grab another.

      Took me ages to find the key that opened the door to the roof terrace. I’d moved onto Exile On Main Street by this time and just sat there in a big old garden chair, smoking and listening to the Stones as I looked blankly out into the night. Although the depression hung over me like a dead weight, I don’t think I’d ever felt as content in years as I did then. I finished the last bottle and dozed off as the sound of the local bars echoed around me. Sleep had never been as blissful as this. I don’t remember any dreams. Just a comforting blackness and a cold breeze.

      I woke up shivering some time later to the sounds of the night. I’d become so familiar with those sounds. Traffic, laughing night owls, the odd siren blaring through the streets. The penthouse was so close to the bars down here that I could even hear chinking glasses and pumping bass leaking out over the water.

      Angel said to help myself. I checked the fridge again, but all the beer had gone. The empty bottles lay on the side. I thought about warming up a tub of miso soup in the microwave, but I quickly knocked that idea on the head. Found a drinks cabinet in the living room. It was a dream come true and a living nightmare all at the same time.

      I found an unopened bottle of Jim Beam in the cabinet and got stuck in. Didn't bother finding a glass at first, then filled a tumbler to the top. I caught the time on a digital clock on the cooker. 22:16.

      I’d been thinking of phoning Karen for weeks, but since my last call, when I got a dead tone, I figured she’d changed her number. Tonight was the first opportunity in ages. I stared at the phone in the hallway, goading myself to pick it up and dial. It might be the last opportunity I had for a while. I knew that she’d been spending a lot of time at her parents’ house, naturally assumed that was where she might be. Or maybe I was just telling myself that. To make myself believe that the dead tone was just an innocent mistake, and that she wanted to speak to me, of course she did. Who the fuck was I kidding? I picked it up, dialled the number to her mother’s. Ringing. I just wanted to hear her voice, and Nicole’s too. I guess I just wanted confirmation that someone could hear me, that I wasn’t just out in the void somewhere. To confirm to myself, I guess, that I wasn’t dead.

      ‘Hello?’

      Shit. Frank. Her Dad. As much as we got on during our marriage, Frank said he never wanted me to show my face again after the ‘affair’. There was no affair, never was. I wouldn’t know how to chat up another woman if I had the guidebook imprinted on my brain, let alone get her into bed. Karen had been convinced my late nights after work were with the elusive woman copper I was supposedly shagging, but they weren’t. I was in the pub which was even worse. I don’t know who told her I was playing around. Must’ve been a proper vindictive bastard to even consider it. I don’t remember ever getting in anyone’s bad books. I suppose the drink didn’t help. Someone on the force was out to fuck my life up. And they did. I had my suspicions. I couldn’t prove one way or another if anyone I used to work with decided to spread malicious rumours about me, which were all false. Had to be someone who knew both Karen and me. Our marriage was fine until the drink came into my life. Pressures of the job, though I must admit, I always had a taste for it. It wasn’t an affair that wrecked my marriage. It was the booze.

      ‘Hello?’

      I almost said the words. Frank, it’s Jim. But I couldn’t do it. Not this time. When I realised I was holding my breath, I put the phone down. Spent the next half hour pacing. I thought about pouring the rest of the bottle down the sink, but decided on locking it in the cabinet instead. I couldn’t tear my eyes from it after that. Went out onto the roof terrace again and chain-smoked as my past came back to haunt me. Karen and me on our first date. Nicole’s birth. Our wedding day out in a Derbyshire hotel and the brilliant time we all had. All gone now. Two years down the line after a messy divorce case, no contact from Karen or my daughter–she’d be seven now–and a life on the streets going from hostel to hostel. Kipping on friends’ couches. They soon left me high and dry. The repossession took everything out of me. Out of us. In the end, there were only bitter goodbyes. Last time I saw Karen, she’d moved into her friend Emma’s house. I gave up trying to contact her when she sent me a text message saying she never wanted me anywhere near her or Nicole again. She said she was changing her number, and that was that. I’ve no idea where they are now. But I know someone who does. I kept telling myself I would call Frank again tomorrow. And if he or Maureen refused to talk, I’d go to their house and find out.

      Yeah, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      I wondered that, if I did do it–kill myself–would they even give a shit? And even if I did, I’d never find out if they gave a shit or not. And I would leave my daughter without a Dad. As far as I knew, Karen could tell her all kinds of stuff about me. It killed me to think she would. But after everything, all the heartache, all the damage and pain, I wouldn’t put it past her.

      I was ashamed. Ashamed to have let the idea even cross my mind. But that’s what I mean about not being in my right mind. I mean, how the fuck could I be? I felt like shit and I hated what I’d become, but doing myself in was no way to deal with it. I had to find another way. I didn’t know what or how, but I had to find it. And I wondered why Angel had come into my life. She said she’d seen me on the streets. I suppose it’s not unreasonable to have seen me around, walking around the city or out begging. A working girl would get to see a lot of familiar faces, no doubt. Still didn’t fully explain why she wanted to help me. I didn’t believe there were any good souls still out there. I guess I was wrong. I shook my head as I took in my surroundings. Could barely believe she’d even trust me to stay here alone. It occurred to me that I could just nick anything I wanted. She’d never see me again. But I liked her. And I couldn’t do that. And I believed in honesty. I wouldn’t have joined the force if I didn’t. I might be fucked up, but I wasn’t a thief. I might be a drunken arsehole, but at least I had some integrity.

      I heard the front door slam–a big old heavy piece of work–followed by the click clacking of her high heels on the parquet floor. I turned from the roof terrace and stepped into the living room. She dropped a big brown bag on the floor when she saw me.

      ‘Holy fuck!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘What?! Look at you!’

      I suppose she meant my appearance, though it could be the fact that I was spaced out on bourbon.

      ‘You look... great! God, you scrub up well. How did you...?’

      I stroked my stubbled head. ‘Found some clippers. Hope you don’t mind?’

      ‘Shit, no.’ She picked up the paper bag. ‘Course not. Look, I know you probably haven’t got much of an appetite, but I got Chinese. Just in case.’

      I shrugged. ‘I suppose I could try it.’

      ‘Believe me, once you’ve had Yan’s chilli beef, you won’t look back.’

      She was right about the chilli beef. I managed half a plate. It was all my fragile insides could take. She offered me more booze–she had a few glasses of white wine–but something held me back. I knew I had to start somewhere. Kept repeating the mantra ‘I don’t need a drink’ as I watched her guzzle it back with her prawn toast. Truth was, I needed it like I needed air. Said I was gonna get my head down. I wasn’t tired. I just knew I needed to lie down in a dark room without the smell or sight of booze to tempt me into an oblivion I wanted badly.

      In the early hours, as a pale blue dawn leaked through the blinds, I felt her creep into bed beside me. Felt her soft, naked skin against my own. As her arm stroked my ribs and settled somewhere around my heart, I thought I was dreaming. I didn’t last long, but she didn’t mind. Kept telling me it was all right. I suppose it was.
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      I spent the next week with Angel in that penthouse. When I woke up in her arms on that Saturday morning - she was still sleeping - I had several thoughts in my mind. Could this really be the start of something new? If so, what the hell attracted her to a homeless drunk? And what was in it for her? Why did she live the life she did? Had she chosen it? And whose bed was I sleeping in? Who was this guy who owned the place, and why was he in Hong Kong?

      We had breakfast looking out onto the roof terrace - or rather she did, while I sipped a strong coffee, my hands twitching. The rain came down hard. I thanked her for letting me stay. She told me to stop feeling sorry for myself. I thought about asking her how she came to live in this place, who Mr. Hong Kong was. Thought better of it. Maybe later. She was a girl with secrets, I could tell that much. I suppose she had to be, given her line of work, which made me wonder all the more why she put her trust in me.

      We spent all day just sitting inside, talking. We had the talk. I told her about Karen and losing the house and my job. She nodded in all the right places and made a few jokes about truncheons and handcuffs. I was beginning to like her more and more. But it was hard talking about it. I suppose it did me some good to let it all out. God knows I had locked it up in my head for a while. On the streets, you spend most of your energy just trying to survive. She said she understood. Had been on the streets herself, for a while. Before she started on the game. I wanted to ask her how it came about. It was clear she didn’t want to go into detail. ‘I just fell into it,’ she said. Just like I fell into a bottle of whisky. I suppose there are some things in life you just can’t choose.

      The sex was good. She was a professional. But that’s all it was, nothing more. I wasn’t about to kid myself that there could be more to it. I’d had my fair share of delusions, but I wasn’t that deluded. I knew this was nothing more than her taking pity on me, or something like that. And maybe it wasn’t just that. Maybe she needed something from me too. She seemed somewhat fragile, in her own way. I got the impression that she didn’t want to be doing what she did. Prostitution, I mean. I didn’t think she enjoyed it. But I couldn’t get her true thoughts out of her, and I didn’t want to push it. It was better to just accept what was happening for what it was. Her being nice, me accepting it. It was the most human contact I’d had in years. To be honest, it floored me, but in a good way.

      I think it was a Wednesday night when she said I should try to get off the streets for good. Said I could use this address to aid my job hunting. And if I found something, I could move on. She was happy for me to stay for as long as I wanted. But I didn’t feel right doing that. I was grateful–who wouldn’t be?–but I wasn’t ready for that. And I didn’t want to put her out. We didn’t have much in common, anyway. She was a prostitute; I was an ex copper. I don’t think she wanted anything to develop either. It was just a sex thing. An attraction, I suppose. A few years back, I would’ve been nicking her for soliciting. Now I was liable to get nicked myself for begging or sleeping in some department store’s doorway. Funny how things change. And besides, it wouldn’t work. We’d be the most unlikely couple you could ever meet. And I couldn’t live with her job.

      ‘You don’t have to stay on the streets forever, Jim. What’s happened has happened. You can make a new life for yourself. If you gave it a go.’

      She was hanging around the oven, monitoring the pizza she’d stuck in ten minutes ago. She was on wine; I was on beer, at least for now. I didn’t want to have this conversation. She was right, but I just couldn’t see a way. Being booted off the force didn’t bode well for finding a new job. And besides, I wasn’t cut out for working, anyway. I had to be honest with myself. I was a drinker. The only thing I was fit for was getting pissed and feeling shit about it afterwards. I told her.

      ‘But people get through it. With the right support. You’re not a worthless man, Jim, but you seem to have convinced yourself otherwise.’

      I nodded. She was right. I wasn’t a bad person. It’s just things went tits up and they’ve been going downhill ever since. She’d been trying to get me to call Frank. Even offered to go with me to their house. I said I didn’t think that was a good idea. Like rubbing salt in the wounds, though there shouldn’t have been any wounds to begin with. But she was right about calling him and Maureen. Nicole was my daughter, my flesh and blood, and I had every right to see her. I had never had my father-in-law down–my ex father-in-law–to take the moral high ground. Perhaps it was time, especially after lying low for a while–maybe a bit too low–to take the plunge and try to make contact. For Nicole’s sake. For my sake. She told me to get off my arse and stop feeling sorry for myself. Pack in the drink and get back on track. Trouble was, with every beer I drank in that swanky penthouse, I felt more and more at home. Maybe I didn’t have such a drink problem after all. Kept telling myself it was something I was just meant to be doing.

      I knew I could lie to myself like that. Because it wasn’t me talking.

      Angel did kind of hint on what Mr. Hong Kong was doing there. She just mentioned something about ‘the girls’ and I knew she must’ve meant others like her. I knew he was a businessman, just didn’t know what type of business he was in. But I could guess, because something wasn’t right with this cosy set up. I think Angel knew it too. She tried not to let it slip too much, but I could tell by her demeanour - always changing the subject, however casually whenever I brought it up. He ‘looked after her’ was all she said. She claimed they were friends. One thing I was interested in was her other clients. Who were they? When I realised Angel wasn’t an ordinary prostitute hanging around on street corners, but a ‘high class’ call girl earning big money, I kept a closer eye on her. She had some issues, that much was clear. She came across as this ultra confident young woman, but I knew inside she was falling to bits. Because she had her addictions, too. Takes one to know one, I suppose. I’d hear her snorting coke in the bathroom, then crying afterwards. I wasn’t sure if this was because she knew she was caught in that spiral of addiction that I was so familiar with, or whether it was simply because she’d run out of stuff to put up her nose. Or both. I wondered who her dealer was. A client? Friend of a friend? I was tempted to join her, anything to escape, but she never once offered, never pulled out that bag of white powder. She probably wanted it all to herself. Didn’t matter to me. It would be the last thing I needed.

      ‘So, when are you gonna phone them? Or go round? I can still go with you.’

      ‘I’ll get round to it. It’s not a good time at the moment.’

      ‘You’ve probably been telling yourself that for years. Time to get real, Jim.’

      That stung. Time to get real. She was right. I had been telling myself I’d get around to it as soon as I got off the drink. But I never got off the drink, I just grabbed another.

      Right on cue, I drained the beer and flipped the cap off the next one. One down, seven more to go. I hated myself for it, but it was just too good to ignore. I knew I wasn’t ready to give it up yet, although I knew it was making me ill, both physically and mentally. But I couldn’t let go. I just couldn’t.

      ‘So, you never said.’ She took the pizza out and flung it on the side. ‘Are you gonna come or not?’

      She’d asked me to go for drinks at some new bar in the Northern Quarter on Saturday to celebrate her thirtieth. Didn’t really feel like it and, to be honest, didn’t feel I warranted the opportunity to raise a glass to her birthday. I mean, I hardly knew her. I’d feel like a pea in a tin of beans. Hated feeling awkward in social situations. And I couldn’t be arsed with all that faux celebratory stuff. Was wary of getting too pissed and making a fool of myself which, let’s face it, was bound to happen.

      ‘I don’t think so. I wouldn’t feel right. I mean, it’s your birthday and you want to be with your mates. I’d just get in the way.’

      ‘Yeah, but you’re a mate too.’ She stepped towards me, wrapped her arms around my waist. ‘I’d like you to come.’

      ‘I don’t know....’

      ‘Oh, please...’

      ‘Look, I just don’t feel up to it. You know how it is. I’m hardly the life and soul of the party at the minute, am I? Look at me.’

      She backed off, got to cutting up her rocket and parmesan with a pizza slice. Took a sip of white wine. I pulled hard on the beer and took it down halfway.

      ‘Look, I just think it’ll do you good,’ she said. ‘You know, change of scene, meet new people...’

      ‘Oh, I can see how that’s gonna go.  “So what do you do for a living, Jim?” ’

      ‘Well, just lie. It won’t be like that, anyway.’

      ‘You sure about that?’

      ‘You’ve not met my friends. Look, it’s up to you. And I understand how you might not feel up to it, but... well, it’s my birthday! And I’d like you to be there.’

      ‘Angel, I’m still getting to grips with what’s happened with us. You know, you letting me stay here. Taking pity on me. The sex...’

      ‘I’m not taking pity on you!’

      ‘Come on...’

      ‘I just like you, that’s all!’

      I put the rest of the beer away while she turned away in a huff. Don’t get me wrong. I was grateful for the invite. But like I said, I just didn’t feel up to it. And I didn’t trust myself. I went to the fridge, grabbed another, flicked the cap off, drank.

      ‘I take it you’ve got no money.’

      ‘You know I haven’t. All I’ve got is the clothes on my back, and they’re not even mine.’

      ‘I’ll lend you some.’

      ‘Angel, no...’

      ‘That’s it, then. Get used to the idea. You’re coming to play out.’
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      Saturday night came around quickly. Too quickly for my liking. In the days leading up to it, she was like a dog with two dicks. I benefited in small ways. While she was busy organising, getting giddy, on the phone to various friends, I parked myself on the roof terrace, chain smoking and going over my own shit in my head until I got tired of it. I emptied half the drinks cabinet, but Angel didn’t seem to mind, let alone notice. Occasionally, she’d drag me to bed - when I wasn’t three sheets to the wind and could get it up - but most of the time I paced the flat, trying to come up with a way out. Felt like I was climbing a mountain and I couldn’t see the peak.

      The day itself went by in a blur. Angel picked out some clothes of Mr. Hong Kong’s–I’d learned by now that his name was Han Lan–a black pinstriped suit jacket sharper than a Chinese Cleaver, a fresh pair of Diesel jeans and a pair of Chelsea boots so polished I could see my reflection in them. I wore a plain white shirt underneath. The whole outfit smelt of serious business. I wasn’t entirely comfortable wearing another man’s clothes. It was as if I’d shed my own skin and replaced it with someone else’s. I felt like a fraud. A smartly dressed fraud, but a fraud nonetheless. I was ready and waiting a good two hours before she was, pacing the flat and nursing a Woodford Reserve. I’d added a fair bit of water to dilute the alcohol. Didn’t want to get too pissed before we’d even started. Splashed on some expensive after shave from his immaculate dressing table. I’d had a sneaky route through his things, which I’d been putting off all week. Mostly paperwork, bank statements, shit like that. The bourbon went down the wrong hole and I sneezed a mouthful of it all over his Persian rug when I read the balance on one of the bank statements. He had a grand total of seven hundred and sixty-eight thousand pounds in his current account alone. There were other accounts too, but I felt a twinge of anxiety and put the stuff back in his drawer before retreating from the room in a daze, my head pounding. Here I was with barely a spare sock to my name, and this cunt had nearly three quarters of a million quid offshore. Probably more. Angel staying here just got a great deal more interesting all of a sudden.

      Now I was more than intrigued about what this guy did for a living. I wanted to ask her, pressure her into telling me, even. But I had an inkling that if I did, I’d fuck things up. I’d be out on the street by the end of the night and back up shit creek. I still felt down, disembodied from my soul somehow, but staying with her had helped ease it a bit. Back out there, I wouldn’t last another day. I lived the fantasy while it lasted. I knew that eventually, things would take a turn for the worse. So I kept my mouth shut where Angel was concerned. Didn’t stop me from asking a few questions once a few of her friends’ tongues were loosened later on. If I could stay sober for that long.

      I’d managed to line my stomach–Angel forced me to eat a ready meal bolognese–so I was fairly confident I’d last the night. My constitution was a strong one. Good job too, as I was likely to put away twice as much as everyone else. Thought about trying to force down a bowl of bran flakes but thought that might be pushing it. Opted for a handful of Greek olives and a wedge of feta cheese instead. It was getting easier to eat, but I still didn’t have an appetite. She’d been banging on at me so much that I became an expert at forcing food down without bringing it back up. Probably got through less than half the calories I needed, but the booze topped it up. Trouble was, I was shitting water most of the time.

      I realised I needed a cover story. Who’s gonna take any notice of a homeless drunk? I’d been thinking about what that could be. I wasn’t the type to mingle anyway, but if asked; I had it down pat. I had now become the owner of a small paper manufacturing business which had fingers in Italy and Spain. I spent most of my time in London and was looking for a place in Manchester. More a bedsit in Gorton than a four bed penthouse, but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to get that far. I’d have to wing it big style if I was to be convincing. And anyway, who the fuck’s interested in paper? I reckon I could walk the walk and talk the talk if push came to shove. I once spent a weekend undercover back when I was a DS. Well before I hit the bottle. Reckoned I still had the skills to pay the bills. And what if they blew my cover? Ah, well. Fuck it. It wasn’t as if I’d be seeing these people again.

      ‘Here. Two hundred quid. Should see you through the night.’

      ‘Two hundred? Jesus, where’re we going?’

      ‘Thai, then a few bars. I’ve booked a table. There’ll be twenty of us.’

      ‘And what do they serve the food on in this place? Jade plates? Have they got velvet napkins as well?’

      She smiled, then touched up her lipstick. I drained the bourbon and finished my smoke, then flicked it into a mulberry bush when she wasn’t
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